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Abstract
The Latin Fire Follies was a musical revue that presented Latin culture through the use
of the showgirl spectacle, music, dance and costumes. The show ran from 1968 to 1976 at the
Thunderbird Hotel in Las Vegas. Creators Manolo Torrente and Freddy Manjón, were artists of
international caliber before being forced to leave Cuba when Castro closed the borders in 1959.
In 1968, Torrente, a prominent singer and director, and Manjón, an intrepid dancer and
choreographer, produced the show with the goal of spreading the joy of Latin culture. The show
was a representation of the folklore within the countries they presented: Mexico, Cuba, Brazil
and Spain. Though the dancers and performers were mainly of Latin descent, they were in their
majority Cuban. Latin Fire was a show of world-class quality that took Las Vegas by storm due
to its success and longevity. Since there is no previous scholarly publication on this subject, the
collection of information has been obtained through primary sources found in the Special
Collections division located at the UNLV Lied Library. This factual research has been aided with
ethnographic research in the form of oral interviews conducted with performers Aleida
Mustelier, Angela Mesa and Alicia Darias. This thesis will prove Torrente and Manjón were
visionary-producers who created and brought Cuban culture to Las Vegas, a feat that had never
been done before. It also aims to explain the story of these Cuban performers and how they
established a community of people, allowing for the creation of lifelong friendships among the
female performers and verified via those interviewed. Latin Fire was instrumental in providing
some sense of relief stemming from the struggle of loneliness in dealing with immigration and
exile. With Latin Fire showcasing the high-intensity stage performance of Cuban legacy,
Torrente and Manjón enabled Cuban and Latin music, dance, and culture to reach the Las Vegas
audience.
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Introduction
Imagine being in the process of reading your favorite book just to find that the next
chapter is blank. What would it feel like to be watching your favorite TV show and discover that
it has a missing episode and you will never know what happens to your favorite characters? By
the same token, imagine what it would feel like for future readers to open up a history book on
Las Vegas entertainment just to find out that some stories are completely missing. In this case,
history has failed to include the story of the Latin Fire.
The journey of Latin Fire begins with Manolo Torrente, a skilled singer, who after
having a prolific career in Havana, escaped the horrors of revolution which lead him ultimately
to the United States. Along the journey, he was joined in his efforts by the experienced dancer
and choreographer Alfredo Manjón. Also known as Freddy, he combined talents with Torrente
and set the goal to create a show that would present Cuban artistry to the rest of the world.
This is the untold story that has been left out. The purpose of this story is to acknowledge
and dissect the work accomplished by Torrente and Manjón in creating a mini Cuba in Las
Vegas through the creation of the spectacle Latin Fire. They were visionary-producers who told
the stories of Cuban folklore through the use of powerful music and visual storytelling aided by
the use of colorful costumes. The show was able to create meaning and connection for the
women who performed in it. This was achieved not just for these women, but also for the
community of Latinos living in Las Vegas. Torrente and Manjón surpassed all the odds against
them and did not fail in the face of adversity. Instead, this conflict obliged them to bloom and
produce an unforgettable production of Latin culture.
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The interviews and stories of the women in the show: Alicia Darias, Aleida Mustelier and
Angela Mesa, include the ways in which being part of Latin Fire helped them feel less alone,
feel part of a group, and eventually become established in the United States. Latin Fire was also
the birthplace for friendships among these women that have lasted until this day. All these
women, still alive to the completion of this document, have been able to tell their stories and
reminisce on the wonders of working with Torrente, and how he was responsible for creating
these lifelong connections.
Torrente was an affable, hardworking leader who served as a father figure for the women
and performers of his show. Torrente poured his heart into his work, and was not just a director,
but sported many hats. He handled many business decisions personally, which included:
financing advertisement for his show, obtaining new performance numbers, securing contracts
with new performers, and even dealing with unruly performers. He personally felt responsible
for the wellbeing of the women by taking care of their dressing rooms, getting them into the
guild of performing artists in Las Vegas and, was also in charge of controlling the privacy of the
women in the showrooms by not allowing the use of cameras.
This story goes behind the sequins, the lights, and grandeur, to tell a story about Cuban
immigration to Las Vegas. Through the study of archival work stored in Special Collections at
UNLV, my research i

municated

respect, passion and utmost command for the production of his show. Torrente was able to
surpass the language barrier and racial discrimination. Without his assertiveness and
determination, Latin Fire would have never come to fruition.
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This story is important, not only because Latin Fire seems to be forgotten by the history
books, the dialogue on Las Vegas showgirls, but because it also tells at large, the story of Cuban
immigration. This story can be applied to immigrants from all over the world. Latin Fire is a
celebration of something that came from destruction
country. It is an example for the rest of world, for how art can create community and bonds that
last and resonate long after the show is over.
This research does not cover the study of the budgets encompassing the production costs
of sets, costumes and traveling. This would be an interesting aspect to study comparing similar
shows produced in Las Vegas at the same time. This is not the subject of my study because my
focus is on the personal life experiences of the three women interviewed and it is also about the
relationship of the women with Torrente and Manjón.
This thesis does not cover the use of stereotypes used in the show. Even though Torrente
aimed to provide authentic costumes and dances, he could not help but present stereotypes
connected to Latin women, such as wearing fruits on their heads. This document does not aim to
prove the way stereotypical language was used to market the show.
While this study has the purpose of painting a general picture of when Latin Fire began
and when it ended, it is not concerned with the production of the show after it left the
Thunderbird. It is speculated by Aleida Mustelier that it had another contract at the Hacienda
Hotel. However, due to the fact that the majority of the archival work is related to the
Thunderbird Hotel, I will be focusing on when Latin Fire was staged at the Thunderbird Hotel.
The methodology employed is archival research work found at Special Collections at
UNLV Lied Library. Through the study of contracts, letters, memos, programs and newspaper
3

clippings, I have reconstructed what Torrente was like as a leader to the women of the show. I
have also researched on the roles that Torrente had and how he carried them.
The second research method employed is ethnography. I have conducted interviews with
three of the women who performed in Latin Fire at the Thunderbird in Las Vegas. These
interviews were done in Spanish and later translated and weaved into a narrative that explains
connection among the women.
Over the course of the years, Latin Fire went through changes and evolved into a rich and
complex show. The first productions were minimal with Torrente and Manjón at the forefront
with a few background dancers and topless showgirls. In 1971, after three years of continued
success in Las Vegas, the Thunderbird Hotel increased the budget and extended the runtime to an
hour and twenty minutes. As a result, Torrente produced a robust program that now included
spectacles from four different countries: Mexico, Cuba, Brazil and Spain. The cast of performers
increased to have a total of six dancers and six showgirls, a bongoist and their own Cuban
orchestra. Unfortunately, after a heated eight-year run, the flame finally extinguished for the
at the Thunderbird Hotel in 1976.
The format of the revue incorporated showgirls because that was the norm in the nightlife
and entertainment industry at that time. With the use of costumes, music and dances original to
the country they were representing, they offered Latin culture as entertainment to the audiences
of Las Vegas.
For the purposes of this study, and throughout this document I will use Cuban when it
refers to people of Cuban nationality, with customs and traditions specific to them. I will employ
Mexican when it applies to people from that nationality as well as Puerto Rican when it applies
4

to people and culture from Puerto Rico. My goal is to directly allow these people to have a voice,
and not generalize them in terms of Latin, nor Latinos.
However, for the purposes of this thesis I will employ the terms Latin, and Latino, to
refer to customs and traditions of the countries of Latin America, Spain and Brazil. This
definition is the most appropriate because it is how the terms appeared in the documentation of
the show.
The terms Hispanic and Latinx seem to be an inaccurate way to encompass all people that
come from Latin cultures. This aggrupation does not allow for the rich nationalities to be
descried and to be specified. In terms of this document, I will be mostly using Cuban, because
both creators were from Cuba, the women I interviewed were from Cuba, and Latin Fire was
mostly a celebration of Latin culture, with a focus on Cuban culture.
Organization
The body of the thesis will be structured into three chapters. This organization is the best
way because it goes from general to particular, starting with the description of the show,
furthering with the description of Torrente and Manjón as leaders, visionaries and producers, and
ending with the stories of the three women interviewed.
The first chapter will provide a general description of Latin Fire and how it came to
creation. In order to achieve that, I will first talk about the lives and biographies of its creators:
Manolo Torrente and Freddy Manjón. I will talk about their artistic careers in Cuba before the
Cuban revolution which forced them to exile. Subsequently, I will provide a brief history of how
the show came to be contracted at the Thunderbird Hotel in the Continental Theatre. The creators
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Torrente and Manjón had to go through several processes of improving the show until it debuted
for the first time in 1969 in Las Vegas.
I will then explain the full organization of the show, how it was structured and what each
dance number contained. In short, the show was divided into four main acts that were assigned to
a different country each. This information was obtained from the program of Latin Fire
which provides that dance numbers and where I was able to get a full idea of what the show
looked and felt like. The first act was dedicated to Brazil, which opened the spectacle with a big
ode to the Brazilian carnivals. The second act was for Mexico, which included traditional
folkloric dances of the revolution and songs of Mexican importance such as Cucu-Ru-Cucu
Paloma. The third act was for Spain. This act was a celebration of the Spanish influence on all
the countries of Latin America and portrayed the dance numbers of bull fights and Spanish
flamenco. The fourth and last number was of course dedicated to Cuba. The finale alluded to the
greatness of Havana with incredible song and dance productions.
Chapter Two will focus on Torrente and his capacity as director. It will present all the
challenges he faced and the barriers he had to overcome in order to have Latin Fire succeed.
Even though he was the co-creator of the show, Torrente ported many hats. He was mainly in
charge of communication and this is evident through the letters and documents found in Special
Collections. The chapter will lead us through the trials and tribulations he faced to create the
show. This is, he was faced to create a show with limited budgets and with touring
internationally when the show was not in contract in Las Vegas. It will also explain how he had
to communicate with the entertainment director of the Thunderbird Hotel, Len Yelinek, and how
the relationship between them allowed for the longevity of the show.
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Chapter Three is the heart of this thesis and presents the ethnographic interviews
conducted with three of the women who performed in this show. All these women immigrated
from Cuba into the United States and found their way into the Latin Fire. The three women are
Aleida Mustelier, Alicia Darias and Angela Mesa. I was able to conduct these interviews at a
reunion that took place in the house of Gina Valverde and also through phone interviews. The
reconstruction of these interviews was an extensive process because they took place in Spanish
and I then translated them into English to mold a cohesive narrative. Nevertheless, it was a great
honor to be able to speak with these women and add their stories to the history of Las Vegas
entertainment.
The story of Angela Mesa is one of innocence and new experiences, for she was only
eighteen when she became part of Latin Fire. She was not a trained dancer, but was
exceptionally beautiful, and Torrente cast her because of her looks. When Manjón met with her,
he realized she was not a dancer and had Torrente pay for Ballet lessons. Angela did not want to
be topless because it went against her Catholic morale.

Latin Fire as the

opportunity for her to obtain a career, to meet with other Cuban women, and in Las Vegas was
where she met her husband. Even though she was only part of the show for two years, the show
changed her life, it gave her a sense of belonging, a career and a sense of purpose.
The second story is that of Alicia Darias, the only one who was a topless showgirl out of
the three women. Alicia was younger, only twelve years old when her parents forced her to
escape from Cuba to the United States and she ended up in an orphanage. Even though her
parents were doing what was best in their eyes, Alicia harbored resentment towards them. Years
after, they picked her up and moved to Miami, but Alicia still did not feel like she belonged in
the US. As an adult, she was working as a Go-Go dancer in a bar and was faced by harsh
7

scrutiny from her parents. When Torrente held auditions for Latin Fire in Miami, Alicia went
and obtained a contract for the show in Las Vegas. Alicia left but lied to her parents and told
them she was going to work in a travel agency. Time passed, and even after she revealed the
truth to her parents, they still did not really accept her position as a showgirl because it was
against their religious morals and socio-economic status. Alicia nevertheless thrived in Las
Vegas, finding a home among other Cuban women and eventually deciding to go to college and
graduate. After two years, she left the show because she got married. However, she furthered her
career and went on to be a lawyer and even run for judge in Las Vegas. Alicia remembers Latin
Fire as a time of pride, even if her parents did not accept it, and it was the launching pad for her
life as professional lawyer.
The third and last story is Aleida Mustelier. Aleida was an experienced dancer in Cuba
before facing exile. She was the performer who lasted the longest from the three women,
completing ten years as a dancer with Latin Fire in Las Vegas. Aleida did not want to be topless
because she felt she was an already accomplished dancer and did not need to expose her naked
self in order to be a performer. Aleida was the most important interview because she provided
details the other women could not. She was the one who maintained strong bonds, both
professional and friendship, with Torrente and Manjón for ten years.
The three women remain friends to this day and recall their time in Latin Fire as one that
afforded them a sense of belonging, that reaffirmed their identity with their Cuban culture and
past, and one that gave them Las Vegas as the city to live. It is notable to mention what they have
in common is that they all left the show after they married and soon after became pregnant. It
seems like being a showgirl or dancer was only something they could do when single, because
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world, and traveling was not
acceptable for a married woman and mother.
The chapter concludes by stating that Latin Fire, through Torrente and Manjón, provided
the women with a sense of community and provided them a career. They remember fondly
Torrente and Manjón and are proud of their participation in a show that celebrated Latin culture,
but that mostly allowed them to be united with Cuba, which in turn helped lessen the burden of
immigration and exile.
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Chapter One: Igniting the Latin Fire Flame
Welcome to the House of Refugees
On a sunny November Sunday in
friends: Gina Valverde. In attendance at that gathering were Alicia Darias and Angela Mesa,
among other Cuban women. Angela had married Gin
political convention. Gina harbors admiration for her friend Alicia, for when she was in the

Gina has always been very kind to me, praising my love for the arts. In that reunion, among eight
other women, I was able to get a real feel of what it felt like to live the times of Latin Fire. The
Cuban women raved about the show, remembering it fondly and explaining how the show made
them feel happy about Cuban culture in Las Vegas.
Later that night I was talking to Lina Hernandez, Conchita Pina and Gina. We were
debating on the terms Hispanic and Latino. To Conchita, another Cuban immigrant who had
come at a young age with her fami

in the US because his studies were not validated. Instead, he became a table cards game dealer. I
politely remarked: Conchita, that means you are Cuban American . Conchita did not agree with

n all our passports there is a stamp that says, political refugee. I
will never forget that, that is our status in this country: exiles, deserters, this is something that
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Latin Fire, a story of
Cuban immigrants, of political refugees looking for a home, and finding one in Las Vegas.
The objective of the following chapter is to paint a complete and detailed picture of what
the spectacle Latin Fire looked and felt like. I will talk about the creators of the show before they
arrived in the United States, how they established the show in Las Vegas at the Thunderbird
Hotel and what the show was comprised of.
The Creators and Stars: Manolo Torrente and Freddy Manjón
Manolo Torrente was the main singer in Latin Fire. He interpreted the songs and guided
the show from beginning to end. In between the singing numbers, Freddy Manjón was the lead
dancer. Both men were co-producers of the show and also the main stars. They were great artists
and friends, and this partnership led them to work together for twenty-five years.

Manolo Torrente: The Artist, the Singer, and the Driving Force
Manolo Torrente was born in Havana in 1925 and from a young age proved to be
artistically inclined due to his love for singing. He pursued a college diploma where he
graduated in the field of Agricultural Science. In terms of sports, he started taking track and field
seriously which led him to become a renown athlete winning the 5000 meters long distance
running in the mid

After realizing that sports were not fulfilling his artistic needs,

Torrente started taking singing lessons and shortly discovered music to be his real love. In 1948,
he began performing with the Philharmonic Society of Havana in the choral group, and later that
year with the Cuban Opera.
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The captivating mastery of Torrente baritone voice swiftly allowed him to make his
way into the famous nightclubs of Havana, like the Tropicana, where famous singers like Nat
King Cole performed. Torrente was a very handsome man, with a beautiful smile and white,
straight teeth. He was a dashing young man, who captivated the audience not just with his voice,
but also with his good looks. (Figure 1)
In the early 1950s, Cuba was the mecca of fine arts of the west and the Cubans were
proud to have a Paris-like city in Havana. This was an era of splendor of pre-revolutionary Cuba.
Havana was for known its grandiose casinos and great architecture. Nightlife rivaled and even
surpassed that of Paris because of the extra element of beauty: the Caribbean Sea. The beaches
and weather were far nicer than Paris. The Havana nightclubs, lounges, and showrooms already
had spectacular shows where beautiful showgirls were part of the entertainment. These
amazingly stunning women enhanced their sexuality being covered with plumages, sequins, high
heels, wigs, fake eyelashes and spectacular, curvaceous bodies. Havana at this time was visited
by artists and celebrities like Ernest Hemingway, John F. Kennedy, and Marlon Brando.
Torrente then found his true passion: the stage. After gaining a following and increasing
his performances in Cuba, he was then invited to appear at the Plaza Hotel in NYC. His career as
a solo artist of international magnitude had taken off. However, the political situation in Cuba
did not allow him to return and in 1959 he found himself in exile.
The new situation Torrente found himself in did not halt his desire to be an artist. The
first place that accepted him was Mexico City. In Mexico, Torrente was able to develop
artistically because the government was in process of revamping the country in terms of the arts.
The Mexican president was Gustavo Diaz Ordaz and was a great promoter of the arts. Thanks to
him, several museums of great importance inaugurated, such as the Museum of Modern Art in
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Mexico. Also, the XIX Olympic Games were held during his presidency and were the first ones
that were held in a country in Latin America. The Olympic games not only welcomed athletes of
worldwide caliber, it also introduced the arts to Latin America. It was the first time in history
that dancers like Nureyev and Graham debuted in Mexico.
Mexico was a country that was thriving in the arts and was accepting artists from
different parts of the world. The importance of the relationship between Mexico and Latin Fire is
that T

ideas and goals were accepted and consequently cemented into Latin Fire.

Furthermore, it was in Mexico City that he presented his show for the first time in one of the
most prestigious cabarets, called

with great success. Without this very important

stepping stone, Torrente would not have had the confidence and determination to tour with his
show.
However, Torrente had his eyes set on a much bigger stage: Las Vegas. At the time, Las
Vegas had begun its reputation to become the entertainment capital of the world and Torrente
was perceptive of it. He realized Las Vegas had a similar nightlife scene to that of Havana and
saw it as a great setting for his vision to thrive. In 1968, he secured limited engagements in the
lounge of the Sahara Hotel. Shortly after, in 1969, Latin Fire moved to the Continental Theatre
of the Thunderbird Hotel and lasted until 1975. Torrent

multiple roles included those of

producer, creator, musical programmer, company manager and singing star of the show. The
work he performed in each of these roles will be discussed in detail in Chapter Two. Torrente
also served as a leader and mentor for the three women in the show.
It is notable to mention that the Thunderbird Hotel does not currently exist. It was
imploded in 2000. There is a current hotel open as of this date that has the same name but has no
bearing to the Thunderbird Hotel referenced in this thesis.
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Alfredo Freddy Manjón: The Intrepid Dancer
Freddy Manjón was born in 1937 in Santiago de Cuba, a suburb of Havana known for its
musicality. Santiago was the city where the carnivals originated and became famous throughout
the rest of Cuba. These rituals of carnivals evolved out of summer festivals. They were intended
for deities of Spanish celebration but in reality, they were just days where the public came
together in the streets mostly to dance, drink and play music for no specific reason. From a
young age, Manjón was so full of rhythm that he wanted to become a dancer. His participation in
the fascinating carnivals parades of his hometown affirmed his artistic quest. These parades were
named comparsas and were part of the famous carnivals. In the comparsas, a large amount of
people came together in unison, and danced rhythmically to drums. (Figure 2)
mentor was the renowned Cuban dancer, Luis Trapaga. Trapaga was an
excellently trained Ballet dancer, who took Manjón as his pupil and transformed him into the
polished performer that he later became. Due to his training, Manjón riveting dance skills
solidified by Ballet, allowed him to appear in the big nightclubs of Havana. In the 1950s, one
major venue where he danced was at the prestigious

Tropicana cabaret in Cuba, where he

became a featured celebrity and obtained star status.
After his exile in 1959, Manjón proved himself as a qualified and successful
choreographer outside of Cuba. His first production as a choreographer was at Carnegie Hall in
New York, where he presented an Afro-Cuban ballet. The Afro-Cuban dance style incorporates
rhythmic movements from African ritual dances as well as dance genres from Cuba and Spain,
such as salsa and rumba, all these accompanied by music mostly comprised of instruments of
percussion.
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Since 1963, after becoming friends with Torrente, Manjón was a major pillar of Latin
Fire. Not only was Manjón the lead dancer in the show, he also acted as artistic director, cocreator and main choreographer. As artistic director he was in charge of maintaining a true
Cuban and Latin aesthetic and made artistic choices looking at the cohesiveness of the show. As
co-creator, he selected the folkloric dances to be performed in the show. Manjón served as the
choreographer of the show and guided rehearsals. In a printed program of Latin Fire
following is said about Manjón:

, the

happy merger of Freddy and Manolo Torrente conceived

the Latin Fire Follies with Freddy handling the staging and directing the spectacular
choreography with the creative sense of a Ziegfeld. The revue has been acclaimed as one of the
finest shows in the night club hotel circuit, in all of the US and Latin

Manjón s

creativity with his dancing skills allowed Latin Fire to be one of the most successful Latin shows
in the US at the time.
Unfortunately, in the early 1980s Manjón suffered a stroke and his health declined. At
this time, he was still working in the show and had to quit performing. In 1989, after spending
some years in Miami in hopes of recovery, an untimely death reached him at the young age of
fifty-two.

The Establishment of Latin Fire in Las Vegas
Producers Torrente and Manjón had the desire to produce a high caliber show that could
offer Latin culture to the audiences of the world. What Latin culture meant to them was the
incorporation of Cuban music and folklore into spectacular dance numbers that included
showgirls. The first version of Latin Fire in 1968 in Mexico was basically comprised of Torrente
and Manjón as main acts with female dancers and showgirls accompanying them.
15

After its debut in Mexico, the show took off with an incredible force and began touring
the world. Latin Fire found success for short term engagements in cities within the USA,
Canada, Puerto Rico and Europe, getting bigger and perfecting itself with each performance. In
these tours, they held auditions for dancers and showgirls which is how Torrente cast Aleida
Mustelier who began performing in Las Vegas at the Sahara Hotel in 1968. Angela Mesa was
cast in Chicago and joined the cast of Latin Fire at the Thunderbird Hotel from the years of
1969-1972. Alicia Darias was cast in Miami and joined the Thunderbird productions of the show
from 1971-1973.
The nomadic convention of touring left Torrente and Manjón thirsty for a home for their
show. Las Vegas was thriving on nightlife and casinos, and after pitching the show to the
Thunderbird Hotel, Latin Fire found a stable home in 1969. The first production of Latin Fire in
Las Vegas happened at the Sahara Hotel in 1968. Even though the show was on a limited budget,
the passion of Torrente and Manjón was evident in the show for it boasted outstanding costumes
and brilliant sets.
Spanning the years of 1969 through 1976, Latin Fire was one of the most popular shows
in Las Vegas. This was only obtained through the unquenchable desire for producing a show of
remarkable quality, that would present Latin culture in the most authentic way and that could
offer something that was not present anywhere else on the Las Vegas strip. Every year, the team
of creators put money back into the show by traveling to Latin countries, obtaining a Cuban
director for their orchestra, booking specialty acts and performers from Latin countries, and
producing the original costumes and sets in places like Puerto Rico, Mexico, New York City and
Miami.
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The show finally ended its residency at the Thunderbird Hotel in 1976. The reason for
which it ended is not clear in the evidence researched, but it may be due to hotel changing
ownership to

Entertainment. Aleida Mustelier stated that the show continued on to

perform in the Hacienda Hotel from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s. In 1989, Manjón passed
away and left Torrente alone and devastated. With the loss of his partner and co-producer,
Torrente no longer had the emotional capacity to keep producing Latin Fire. Manjón was
essential to Torrente by virtue of being business and artistic partners. Torrente and Manjón were
the gears that kept the mechanism of Latin Fire working, and after losing Manjón, Torrente
simply could not go on without him. Torrente eventually moved to Miami where he had a solo
career but the flame of Latin Fire that had burned so brightly in Las Vegas, had been
extinguished.
The passion of Torrente and Manjón is evident in their constant endeavor of creating and
producing their show. In the printed program of Latin Fire 72 they stated:

everyone has a

dream in life and ours is Latin Fire As creators of the show it was their desire to produce the
best quality show that exhibited Cuban and Latin culture, music, costumes and dance. Their
intention was to rival the other showgirl spectaculars and they dedicated their full artistic life to
Latin Fire.

Latin Fire at the Thunderbird
On a contract dated October 19, 1969, it was stated that the first production of Latin Fire
had a total of twelve women, six topless showgirls and six dancers and three principal acts:
Manolo Torrente, Freddy Manjón, and Lucho Navarro. There was to be an orchestra heralded by
George Hernandez, a Cuban director, that had eight musicians. The orchestra would play before
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the show started and during the show. There was also a contracted bongoist that played in
between dance numbers.
Torrente was responsible for providing costumes, scenery, props, music and
choreography, and everything before mentioned was to remain his property. He was responsible
for managing the money and paying wages to actors, artists, female dancers, musicians and all
the people needed for the show. The fact that Torrente served many functions, not only as an
artist but also as company manager and financial administrator, proved his commitment and
dedication to Latin Fire.
show of utmost quality.
The first run of Latin Fire in 1969 was at the Continental Theatre of the Thunderbird
Hotel, with two shows a day, six days a week with a total pay of $7,500 provided weekly. In
1970, the length of the show was established to last one hour and twenty minutes, with show
times 4pm matinee and 8pm dinner. The pay was increased to $8,500 in order to reinvest in the
show in the following three areas: a larger scenery to enhance production, a third principal act to
improve the show, and the purchase of new music to be added to the musical score.
In 1971, the show times moved to the most important slots at the Thunderbird Hotel
which were 8pm and midnight. In 1972, a new contract increased the pay to $11,500 allowing
for Torrente to produce a more robust program adding numbers from four countries: Mexico,
Cuba, Brazil and Spain. With the new funds he traveled to those countries for inspiration, and
also bought fabrics to create authentic costumes. In addition to this, he allotted money from the
budget to pay for photographers and a designer to create a new booklet to advertise the show.
The result was an iconic program that was unique and praised by the director of entertainment,
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Len Yelinek, from the Thunderbird Hotel. Once again, this proved

personal

commitment to the success and high quality of Latin Fire.

Latin Fire

Program

As evident in the stylish design (Figure 3) the cover of the program was a drawing of a
beautiful dark-skinned, dark-haired curvaceous woman with a gorgeous red-lipped smile. The
background colors were yellow, orange and red, symbolizing the fire characteristic of the
name. While the woman has no clothes on, she is surrounded by a costume that includes purple
and yellow frills. On her head she is wearing a yellow bow with white polka dots and has golden
hoop earrings. In each of her hands she has yellow maracas that evoke the music fundamental to
the

flair. The pose of the woman and the placement of the costume denotes movement

indicative of a big dance movement. Finally, the wink in her eye symbolizes the playfulness and
cheer essential in the

uniqueness.

Description of Latin Fire
The following will be a description of the version of Latin Fire presented in 1972. It will
be divided in four sections, which stand for the four main acts that the show had and which each
represented a different country: Brazil, Mexico, Spain and Cuba. The purpose is to provide an
idea of how the show was structured and what each dance number entailed. Before the show
began the orchestra was playing in the background. It created a jovial ambiance while the guests
were being seated. It was a great way to introduce what the audience was about to experience.
The orchestra was heralded by Cuban director George Hernandez and musicians, most of whom
were also Cuban.
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1. Brazilian Fantasy, the Carnival and Carcará
The revue opened with a traditional dance and song from Brazil. It evoked the Carnival
of Brazil, an annual festival that marks the beginning of Lent. The festival begins on the Friday
before Ash Wednesday and goes on until noon of that day. The term carnival itself is derived
from carnelevare, which means to remove meat. This is because during the observation of Lent,
Roman Catholics tend to abstain from consuming meat.
The carnival lasts for six days. Throughout the festival, crowds of people follow dancers
and musicians throughout the city streets, with everybody dancing and singing. In Latin Fire

,

that spirit of dance and rhythm was transported to the stage. Women in elaborate and festive
outfits delighted those in attendance. The orchestra played original samba music while women in
authentic costumes strutted across the stage.
As part of the Brazilian Fantasy section of

, there was an exceptional dance

number named Carcará. The carcará is one of the most dazzling birds that inhabits the Amazon
jungle of Brazil. To add to the intensity of the act, George Hernandez created a breathtaking
original score. The costumes were also inspired by this magnificent bird of prey. As evident in
Figure 4, the costumes were bright yellow, with purple, green, and pink flowers on top of them.
The dresses were wide to represent the wings of the bird. The headdresses were made of vivid
blue, green, and orange feathers to exemplify the plumage of the carcará.
This delightful dance number reflected the joyous nature of the Brazilian Carnival. It was
important for Torrente to present Brazil to the audience because it provided cheerful music.
Having the Brazil number as the
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2. Viva Mexico!
The creators of

did not shy away from incorporating as much of Latin

culture as they could. Just as they displayed traditional song and dance from Brazil, they also
portrayed elements of Mexican culture. In the following examples, Torrente and Manjón
incorporated authentic song, dance, and costumes from Mexico.
The first number in the Mexico section was titled Cucu-Ru-Cucu Paloma, which is a
traditional Mexican song. The title is an onomatopoeia that references the call of the mourning
dove. Manolo Torrente himself came out on stage to sing and perform it, accompanied by Clarita
Díaz, and a series of showgirls.
Cucu-Ru-Cucu Paloma is a huapango-style song originally written by Tomas Mendez, a
Mexican composer and singer. Huapango is a style of Mexican folk dance and music. It is
usually performed on top of a wooden platform by dancers. The songs are traditionally sung by a
trio of musicians known as trio huasteco.
The lyrics of the song allude to feelings of love and lovesickness. It was, and still is, an
immensely popular song in Mexican culture. It first appeared in a Mexican comedy, Escuela de
Vagabundos in 1955, and even gave its name to another classic Mexican film, Cucurrucucú
Paloma in 1965.
In Adelita, the dance number follows the storyline of a man in the times of the Mexican
Revolution c. 1910-1920, who leaves to protect his country and the woman, after being
abandoned, decides to take up arms and join the fight. The Adelitas are historically accurate.
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In the

, the costumes were represented with two rows of ammunition across

their chests (Figure 5). This is how the real Mexican women dressed. The dance and the
costumes were authentic attire that were part of the customs and traditions of Mexico.
Another number in Latin Fire

La Cucaracha. It

was performed by Clarita Díaz and a series of showgirls. This song originated in Spain but grew
to popularity during the Mexican Revolution. The song depicts a cockroach that is missing its
legs and cannot walk. However, despite its apparent simplicity, the song has a deeper meaning:
La Cucaracha is the Spanish equivalent of Yankee Doodle, a traditional satirical tune
periodically fitted out with new lyrics to meet the needs of the moment. One can find La
Cucaracha lyrics commemorating 19th-century conflicts in both Spain and Mexico. Some say it
jokes about dictatorial Mexican president Victoriano Huerta, while some claim the song refers
solely to Pancho Villa, the bandido/revolutionary general who eluded U.S. troops following a
1916 attack on an American border town, only

(Adams)

3. Spain: Ole! The Matador
This number stood out for its beautiful music, hilarious comedy, colorful production and
how it managed to incorporate a bullfight onto the stage. The scene was set in a Spanish Café
overflowing with the rhythm of traditional Spanish melodies. A matador and his beloved,
portrayed by Manjón and Clarita Diaz respectively, played out a traditional Spanish story. Here,
the lover urged the matador to leave the bullfighting ring behind. The matador is swayed but
only after a colorful display of footwork to the beat of Spanish castanets.
In Figure 6, the women are wearing traditional Spanish costumes and are clapping to the
rhythm of flamenco music. The bull is represented by a non-threatening costume of a bull worn
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by a woman. The costume covers just the top portion of her body and her legs are left visible
with a pair of high heels on. Since this interpretation of the bull is comedic, the matador who is
consequently not afraid of the bull. This original take on the bullfight was done to incorporate
the use of showgirls in the show and to have a chorus of dancers to depict the vibrant Spanish
culture.
4. Cuba: From Cuba with Love
The number designated as Cuba B.C., which stands for Before Castro, was a tribute to the
beauty and splendor of Havana. A medley of well-known songs from Cuban culture such as Ay
Mama Ines, Siboney and The Peanut Vendor were performed with pride.
Siboney is an ode to homesickness. Ernesto Lecuona, a Cuban composer and pianist of
worldwide fame, was the first to sing it. The lyrics of the song were written while Lecuona was
away from Cuba. It details how much the author misses Siboney, a town in Cuba. However, it
has often been used to refer to Cuba in general.
The Peanut Vendor is a Cuban song composed by Moisés Simons, a leading Cuban
composer, pianist, and orchestra leader. The lyrics of the song were based off of the cries of a
street vendor selling peanuts. The rhythm was infectious and recalled the active spirit of Cuban
street culture. The song was comparable to Guantanamera in importance and fame.
It has been said that Ay Mama Ines is a song that every Cuban knows, on or off the
island, young or old. The melody was inescapable and tied closely to Cuban culture and
traditions. This was a song that spoke of those who knew the rhythms of the island as well as
those who longed to visit the streets of Havana.
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Throughout these pieces, the cast filled the stage and danced to the rhythms of the
mambo, cha-cha, and rumba. The dancers wowed audiences with costumes full of color and
tropical flavor. This was the representation of Cuba at the height of its spectacle and cultural
glory.
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Chapter Two:
Torrente and Manjón did not have an easy feat in accomplishing the staging of Latin Fire
in Las Vegas. They were faced with problems like language barriers, protecting the oppressive
environment for the women and dealing with production issues, such as set building and negative
encounters with the lighting designer at the Thunderbird Hotel. In spite of these obstacles, they
were successful and made Latin Fire the success it became.
Torrente was in charge of the correspondence. In all the letters and documentation found
in Special Collections, it is Torrente who is writing, sometimes by hand, but mostly on
typewriter. Their company was established as TORMAN Productions, comprised by their last
names. This means that Manjón, even though an active participant in the company, was not
involved in writing, leaving the voice often described in every document to Torrente. It is
because of this that Torrente is the main focus of this chapter and I will describe the barriers he
was faced with.
In the end, with this chapter I prove that even though the show endured trials and
tribulations, it kept afloat
Manjón had a brotherhood that was unrivaled. Even though Manjón was by his side at all times,
Torrente was the main negotiator, leader and communicator of Latin Fire.
e in Spanish directly translated into English means torrent. Torrent

Ironically enough, the term also stands for burning, as one would refer to a torrent of lava. The

produce Latin Fire. He was proof of the dedication, discipline and devotion to not only produce,
25

but keep the show afloat in spite of adversities. The main adversity was exile, but once
established in Las Vegas at the Thunderbird hotel, he was the director of the show, and other
challenges arose. The following chapter will cover the obstacles Torrente was faced with and
how he handled each of them. It is also wo
but nevertheless he was able to communicate his true passion: kindling the fire of his production
in order for it to stay burning.
Torrente was unstoppable in his efforts to have Latin Fire be a successful and
magnificent show. He was relentless because he never faltered in his quest to improve the show
and maintain a respectable rapport between him and the managers of the Thunderbird Hotel.
Torrente was not only the artistic co-creator of the show, but he was also the director. He
fostered the possibility through the creation of his show to create Cuban community for the
women in the show. Even though he was at times tough on the ladies, it was his discipline that
allowed the longevity of the show, not just in Las Vegas but also when it toured throughout the
world. In the end, he was remembered as an affable leader, with a debonair attitude and excellent
artistry that he exuded in every performance, not just as singer but also as main leader of Latin
Fire.
The following stories have been extracted from the documents found in Special
Collections. They present the obstacles faced by Torrente This correspondence happened
between the years of 1969 and 1972. From letters, memos, contracts, and advertisements, we
must remember that all of this communication happened either by handwriting or on a
typewriter. The days of sending texts or emails were very far away. This is probably why there is
such formality in the writing, but also possibly due to the formality of the times.
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Torrente was a good communicator because of his good nature and loving personality as
a director. He was always polite, decent, and tried to

side of the story. His

kindness was not mistaken for assertiveness or weakness and that meant that the show thrived
under his direction. As an affable leader, he knew the right words to say and how to convey
being in charge of so many people. It is my understanding that stardom, single stardom was not
His goal was to tell his Cuban and Latin story through the creation of a show
which included all the elements: the music, the songs, the beautiful women, the costumes, the
sets, and of course, with his best friend Freddy.
In the words of

The performances of my uncle Torrente were his

best way to sing to Cuba and to show the love he had for his country and for his art. He taught
me how to love Cuba. He gave me the opportunity to live in the Cuba of before, even if it was
from a balcony seat and only for a few hours.

Caminas-Muina) This proves to show that

of his exile.
ommitment to the show. His
passion was never diminished by the minutiae of dealing with simple things like making sure the
women turned the light off at the end of the night or having to deal with people eating before the
show was over. In his eyes, it was just something else that had to be done in order for the show
to be successful and stay running.
-hand Man, Manjón
What I will prove is that while Torrente functioned to the outside audience as an artistic
director and producer of the show, he was
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not just put him center stage, he could have done a one act solo if that was his real intention. For
starters, he had one of his best friends in the world: Freddy Manjón working by his side and
supporting him. Manjón was more than just the co-creator or someone that would add input to
-hand man, supporting his every decision and aiding him. This
partnership was so strong that even their production company name, Torman Productions, was
reflection of their bond, solidarity and trust found in each other.
Through the use of letters and direct words expressed by Torrente, I will help paint the
longevity, but of
creating a safe atmosphere and a sense of comradery only found in a family type setting.
Torrente and Manjón stood at the forefront as co-creators, directors and leaders, but also as a
brotherhood, as if the women in the show were sisters or family members, not just co-workers.
Needless to say, Torrente knew that in order to be successful he had to be disciplined. He
was a hard worker and when the show needed to be rehearsed, he would not stop until it was
perfect in his eyes. He always wanted to give the best in him and the best of the people that were
in his show. This entailed holding rehearsals for long hours, making the necessary changes and
adjusting, and always having a close communication with the entertainment director of the
Thunderbird, Len Yelinek
those on the strip, even if his budget was not as grand or magnanimous; he was smart enough to
create a show that looked like one.
This was achieved by not sparing expenses at costumes, the headdresses and vibrant
colors in the fabric were spectacular. The shoes were all clean, and the fishnets on the women
. The bodies were spectacular,
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with gorgeous women and perfect eyelashes and eyeliner. The 70s were a decade known for its
stylish fashion and this was a reflection in their costumes (Figures 8,9,10).
Torrente managed big details as well as minutiae. It seems like he was hesitant to
delegate work because he cared so much about the show. This entailed setting up photoshoots
with the show, paying for his own design of publicity as well as paying for the printing of it. He
also had placed a bid on printing on cardstock the images of the ladies to promote the show at the
entrance of the showroom.

Torrente was adamant of always having the billing in his show, on the billboard outside
the Thunderbird

anjón present: Latin Fire . He even states that

when Celia Cruz, a renowned Cuban singer, was invited to participate in their show, their billing
did not change. This was not to take away from her importance, it was just always to remember
the audience that Latin Fire was their creation. If the casino would be producing the show,
maybe the show could have been billed as simply Latin Fire. But it was most definitely the result
of the hard work of Torrente and Manjón. Also, without them at the forefront, the audience
would not have known it was their show and could possibly think someone else had taken over
or the show was being ripped off by someone else.
Language Barriers
In a letter addressed to Torrente by the Vice President of the Thunderbird, Mr Jess Hinkle
in 1970, he asked him to change the name of Latin Fire. Although it is not clear what Hinkle
wanted it changed to, it is clear that Torrente had some issues with communicating with him
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because of his limited knowledge of the English language. Nevertheless, Torrente sent him a
letter stating that they should keep Latin Fire as their name since Las Vegas was currently
saturated with European influences:

talk to you more often; we are very sorry for all the misunderstandings, but as I
mentioned before, our show this time will give a magnificent performance, for which we
will count on your help, which is very im
why the name of the show should be changed, but I think Vegas is saturated with French

1970)
At the end, they were able to keep their name Latin Fire, and instead of changing the
whole name, they just added the year at the end. For example, when the show renewed its
contract it was billed as Latin Fire
Production Obstacles
In a letter addressed to Tony Atchly, the Executive and Public Relations Director,
Torrente explains that the curtain that he owned was being used by another show at the
Thunderbird. Torrente was the owner of his set and he had to explain to Tony that it was used
without his permission.
ow, we have always tried to present the best show possible. In doing
so, we have made many sacrifices in order to cooperate with other shows already playing
here in the Thunderbird. We have at our expense brought in from Miami extra props
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which were requested of us. We were shocked to learn today that the curtain used for our
Adios and Brazilian productions was removed without our knowledge to be used in

The showroom was shared with other productions of the Thunderbird, but what is evident

and for his production in order to succeed and gain respect among the other people working at
the Thunderbird hotel.
Conflict with Ted Tydlacka
The lighting technician at the Thunderbird in 1970 was Ted Tydlacka. Since Torrente
was out of town, they had to send the set to the Thunderbird in order for it to be installed.
Torrente also sent Maria Casanova, the production and lighting designer to overview the
installation of such set. However, there was an encounter in which Ted was very disrespectful to
Maria. Torrente addressed this issue in a letter written to Tydlacka:
s Casanova
is a Lady and she has to be respected, plus she has an experience in showbusiness for 25 years
around the world, as a General Director, Set designer and Light Designer. She only came one
day specially to see the show, to speak at the meeting, and stayed most of the time with you.

orrente 1970)
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It seems that Tydlacka was disrespectful to Casanova, disregarding her directions and
also by not showing up to the meeting. Torrente had to protect his show, his designers and in this
case, stand up for a Casanova who need to be respected, not only because she was a specialist in
her area, but because she was a woman.
However, Torrente remained a gentleman and great leader; he finished the letter by
you, as

In a follow up letter to Mr Hinkle, Torrente explains:

peacefully together. I am very sorry that Mr. Ted Tydlacka, is unhappy with me.
Unfortunately, I feel that his attitude is not only prejudiced against me, but against the

that our only concern is to our absolute best and break with old fashioned rules and

discriminated for being foreign. Nevertheless, Torrente never faltered and because he had a great
relationship with the Vice President of the Hotel, he was able to express his concerns. Latin Fire
was able to prosper in spite of discrimination and in spite of the working people in the
production department of the Thunderbird who did not want a Latin show in that casino.
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Publicity
In a letter directed to Yelinek, entertainment director, Torrente absorbed the cost of
publicity and of handing out printed programs, so the public could take home. He also
commissioned the design of the beautiful program of 72 (Figure 3) for which he paid for, not the

Show your manners and wait un
Torrente was bothered about the fact that when there was a Mexican buffet offered at the
end of the spectacle, the audience members would stand up before the show was over and that
would interrupt the finale. He claims that the waiters would start serving before because they
ould not be
appreciated. Again, once more he was always taking care of the show, and of the quality of the
show. It was rude for audience members to stand up and ignore the show.
Facing being sued and dealing with drunk performers
The Argentinian Gauchos were a specialty act that Torrente had hired to perform. The
Argentinian Gauchos were in Puerto Rico when they signed the contract to work for Torrente
before moving to the residency in Las Vegas. When they were working in Las Vegas for a few

and they needed more pay. Torrente had to deal with them personally and asked for them not to
involve the Thunderbird hotel. At the end, the Gauchos conceded, and the case never went into
arbitration.
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Tun Tun was a comedian that was in the show and that even though, talented and witty,
had a drinking problem. Due to that, Torrente was faced with the unpleasant but necessary task
of firing him. After being terminated, Tun Tun remained around the casino for a few days and
would not leave. Torrente had to finally write a letter to the vice president of the Thunderbird
explaining that he had taken care of the costs incurred by Tun Tun, the room, and the gambling,
but after his termination date, Torrente asked to no longer be responsible for the comedian and
have him vacated from the premises.
A voiceless Torrente would not stop the show
Torrente had become very ill with a throat infection and was advised by doctors to take
time off from the show. Instead, he decided to stop talking in order to rest his voice and only sing
the numbers in the show. He personally hired a replacement that would cover for him just for one
song that was very difficult. Torrente paid him with his own money since he did not want to
scare the Thunderbird that he was sick or that the show had to be stopped. Torrente did not want
to take time off even to rest his voice; he was afraid that someone would take the show from him.
Maybe his work was over zealous, or maybe he just cared too much.
A Cuban Orchestra led by no Cubans
When Torrente had created the show, he had in mind to hire George Hernandez and his
musicians, most from Cuban descent. However, when arriving to Las Vegas, the Thunderbird
had established that the musicians had to be hired from the union in the United States. George
Hernandez and his musicians, even though legal US citizens and talented and qualified
musicians, were not part of the guild of musicians and therefore unable to participate in Latin
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Fire. The show, heralded in its majority by its Cuban and Latin music, was directed and played
by Americans in 1968 through 1972.

able to perform in Latin Fire. After many years, in 1972, the George Hernandez orchestra was
finally able to play in the Thunderbird hotel.
Farewell my friend, thank you for letting me be a part of history
After some years, Hernandez was offered a job at the Tropicana Hotel as musical director
of the Folies Bergère and could not let that opportunity go. George Hernandez parted with saying
t has been a great pleasure working with you. You gave me a great sense of
belonging and believe you me, I regret to part

lease accept my gratitude for you have been so

leaving the show because we have been always very good friends and worked in very good
conditions, but this is a good opportunity for him and he can not [sic]

Torrente was

aware that Hernandez leaving the show was in his best interests, and he did not harbor
resentment, instead he supported him and remained friends.
In 1972, Len Yelinek bid farewell to Torrente, Manjón and the cast of Latin Fire

past yea

endure time. As it is, not only was Torrente creating family and community with people in the
show, but also with the people he worked with, creating a bond beyond the performances.
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Fiesta de la Santa Barbara
The party of Santa Barbara was a celebration that happened every December 4th. This
celebration dates back to the 4th century and is a pagan tradition. However, in Cuba, it was
combined with the celebration of the Santeria deity of Chango. The Saint Barbara is dressed in a
red velvet cape and a crown. Guests offer red apples, red roses, red lights and red ornaments. A
further explanation is provided as such:
adored, with this day. The celebrations involve parties and dancing into the night. In the AfroCuban religion of Santeria, Santa Barbara is syncretized with Chango

the deity of fire,

(Pubillones)
Every year Torrente financed on his own a huge party of about 300 guests. The tickets
were printed on red cardstock (Figure 7) and on them, it said to come dressed in red. He paid for
waiters and security staff, music and a ballroom in the Thunderbird Hotel for the party. The party
would begin late at night at around midnight and would go into the early hours of the next day.
The women would each prepare a dish and bring potluck style. This huge celebration tied the
Cuban culture with Las Vegas. With this party, Torrente introduced another aspect of his culture:
food.
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Chapter Three: The Women of Latin Fire
Introduction
Latin Fire is the first showgirl entertainment spectacle in Las Vegas that featured Latina
women. It honored female Latin bodies by showing their natural physical beauty as Latina
women. This entailed that some women had a mix of Spanish European with Native American
genes. Other women came from Afro Cuban descent portraying curvaceous proportions, caramel
skin and stunning dark-haired features. The female bodies were not trying to fit into stereotypes
because the women who performed in it were in fact from Cuban, Mexican and Puerto Rico. The
2
and Latin, the women were able to create a bond among them.
On the stage of Latin Fire, Cuban and Latin culture was portrayed in an attempt of
achieving authenticity, honoring the folklore found in music, costumes and dances. Authenticity
therefore leads to connection. When the women performed together in a manner that celebrated
their roots and childhood stories, they were given the opportunity to bond. They also told their
own story. A performer has the role of wearing different costumes depending on the
performance, however, these women were lucky enough to wear their own costumes and to tell
their own stories.
Latin Fire also afforded its performers with employment. Employment gave them status
quo and likened them to that of a celebrity. It provided them with a life in the lights, and a
vibrant and enjoyable night life. It gave them a place to fit in society. Performers were no longer
struggling to find money to survive, instead they enjoyed a steady job with a steady paycheck.
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Having financial stability provided the women in Latin Fire with the opportunity to live and
settle in Las Vegas.
Latin Fire is also the story about three women who were impacted in very different ways,
but whose lives were strengthened by belonging in it. Latin Fire hosted the place for identity, it
was where they could be united to reminiscence and celebrate the culture of their homeland.
They were going through the process of forging a new identity in a new country, and they
bonded over it. In essence, Latin Fire allowed the women to alleviate the loneliness of
immigration and the pressure of feeling foreign in the United States.
Latin Fire presented Cuban culture in an elegant and sophisticated manner and as a
result, it was a matter of prestige to be part of the show. It was empowering to women because it
was done with class, with respect and with love for Cuban and Latin culture. This positive view
on sexuality made them feel proud. It was a healthy representation of female bodies because the
end goal was not to objectify women but to use their bodies as a display of art and Latin culture.
The topless women had costumes that portrayed them in an elegant manner. However, if the
women did not want to be topless due to Catholic beliefs or personal desires, the women had the
option to be covered dancers. Latin Fire afforded the women the flexibility to choose how to
show their own bodies.
The three women of Latin Fire that I interviewed did not all perform together at the same
time. Aleida Mustelier was part of the show from the beginning in 1968 and remained for ten
years. Angela Mesa met Aleida when she joined the show in 1968, however Angela was only in
the show for two years. Shortly after Angela left, Alicia joined the cast in 1971 and stayed for
two contracts. Even though the ladies were not together at the same time, they eventually met
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each other and remain friends to this day. This friendship is proof of the community created by
Latin Fire.
Angela Mesa: Rebellious and Tenacious Beauty
Latin Fire commenced when she joined the cast for the
first Las Vegas performance in 1968. The show was first staged in the lounge of the Sahara
hotel. In 1969, Latin Fire moved to the Thunderbird Hotel where Angela (Figure 8) stayed for
another year. During that time, she met her husband, got married and soon after got pregnant
with twins. After the birth of her children, her husband did not want her to keep performing. He
wanted her to stay at home and raise the babies. However, she remained part of the Latin Fire
family because Torrente employed her as his personal assistant once she had quit dancing. He
also hired her as a caterer for special events that took place in Las Vegas.
the United States begins in 1966 when she was forced to leave Cuba at
the age of seventeen. Even though she left Cuba alone, she was one of the lucky immigrants to
have a brother waiting for her in Chicago. Her brother wanted her to finish high school, but
Angela did not speak English. Obtaining a job also posed a challenge due to the language barrier.
For a while she was able to get away from these responsibilities because she informed her
brother she was waiting for her boyfriend from Cuba to immigrate to the United States.
However, Angela had to pay for the telegrams to Cuba to communicate with her boyfriend and
the money she had was quickly running out. Her adventurous nature led her to explore the city of
Chicago, which meant she was rarely at home to answer the phone calls from her boyfriend.
Angela remarked laughingly:
had to cut ties with that relationship, she did not seem affected by it. Instead, inferring by the
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tone she used when speaking, she sounded freed and liberated from having broken up with him.
She was not sad; she was being practical and realized that building her new life in America
meant letting go of some of the past.
In light of the new circumstances of Angela being single, her brother reiterated his stance
and gave her the ultimatum that he would not support her. If Angela wished to stay at her
to high school. She was now faced with finding
an occupation, but due to her rebellious nature, she ignored her brother for as long as she could.
Angela, feeling lost in a new country, found comfort in going out at night and socializing with
other Cubans.

was a place famous for Cubans getting together and dancing to Cuban music. Angela recalls
getting dressed up, putting on a pair of stunning high heels and wearing a fabulous short dress.

-dark mulata skin, representative of Afro
Cuban descent, made her stand out even more. When Angela put on that fantastic dress her
family in Cuba saw you dressed like this, they would go crazy
she

This was not an act of disrespect

towards her parents, instead, it was an action characteristic of a young woman in a new country,
alone for the first time and far from her parents. As luck would have it, Torrente was there that
night and her unique beauty impressed her. He approached her and asked her if she would be
interested in being part of a Cuban show that was set to perform in Las Vegas. This offer was the
It was a great opportunity, because
she could be employed but also keep ties with Cuba. In essence, Torrente provided her a career
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with a paid contract, which gave her the financial means to support herself on her own. She went
Latin
Fire were taking place.
It is important to add that the offer made by Torrente was to be a dancer in the show. As a
dancer, Angela did not need to be topless. She had been raised in the Catholic religion which
emphasized virginity until marriage. Exposing her naked breasts on stage would have felt like an
attempt to her virginity and she did not feel comfortable with that. Angela was content to be cast

perform while maintaining her ideology of virginity intact.
After flying to New York, she met with Manjón, the choreographer of the show. It
became clear to him that she had been offered the job based solely on her looks. Even though she
was a naturally talented dancer and was able to pick up some steps from the dance numbers, in
reality Angela had no formal dance training. Manjón requested Torrente to put her in Ballet
lessons so she could understand the dance terminology used in rehearsals and to learn the correct
way to move her body. Torrente paid for these lessons and after days that had eight-hour long
rehearsals, Angela went to dance class. Ballet was important because it provided her with the
fundamental basics of dance. In these classes she learned how to move to the music and how to
use her hands to communicate gestures. One main aspect that she obtained from Ballet was how
to walk with elegance and command presence on stage. Angela worked long and hard hours in
order to be prepared for the opening show in Las Vegas.
However, after performing for a few months, Angela started to feel the hardships of show
business. The exotic life of show business was new to her, and even though it was enthralling,
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she was intimidated by all of it. In rehearsals, she started dancing in the front row, but every time
she made a mistake, Manjón would send her back one row until she was standing in the last row.
One day, after feeling frustrated from not learning a new number, she told Manjón she was going
to quit because it was too hard for her. Manjón explained to her that show business had one
By then, Angela had
developed a love for performing in the Cuban show and her passion for it made her resolve to
stay and give it her best.
To the outside eyes and non-Latin public, Torrente may have been seen as a harsh and
unloving director. One time when Angela messed up the choreography Torrente yelled at her:

was used as a term of endearment in order to create a light and fun environment in the long and
tedious rehearsals. Therefore, Angela did not feel threatened by this vocabulary, instead she felt
welcomed into the company because he used Cuban slang which was familiar to her. In this
sense, Torrente provided comfort and community for Angela and for the rest of the people in the
show. He cared deeply about his people because he thought of them as a big, loving family and
not just as workers for which he had no interest in.
After she arrived at Las Vegas and rehearsals for the show began, Angela quickly
realized she did not have any knowledge of makeup application. Normally the other dancers
would charge new performers for makeup classes, but since Angela was only eighteen years old
at the time, they took her under her wing and taught her for free. Thanks to this, Angela was able
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to learn the fabulous art of stage makeup from the experienced dancers and showgirls. This
meant that Angela felt safe and protected in the community of the performers of Latin Fire.
Nevertheless, not all women were as nice and cordial to her. Some of the ladies
experienced sibling rivalry and expressed it in the form of jealousy. One woman threatened her
and said:

wait until after you give birth, your hips will widen, and you wo

t

. Another woman made her feel insecure by saying that Angela
caddy, it also
seems typical of women in showbusiness trying to secure their job. Some women were probably
intimidated by the fresh, young and naïve Angela, and demonstrated it in these outbursts of
jealousy. Angela still felt part of a family, albeit dysfunctional at times. No family can exist
without some type of drama. Being part of Latin Fire and surrounded by mostly Cuban women,
made her feel part of her own people, and most of the times, Angela just laughed it off and kept
going.
Be that as it may, not all women were evil. Angela remembers one time before a show,
she was walking past a group of people comprised of musicians and dancers. It looked like they
were talking secretly and passing around white powder. Angela naively thought they were in fact
talking about talcum powder, however one of the dancers pulled her back and told her to stay
away from that. In fact, she now recalls that they were sharing cocaine. She remembers being

they were buying powder for makeup or to smell nice. Because of this, she feels like even though
there were moments where women would get jealous or feel intimidated by her, at large they
were keeping an eye on her because she was young, and they protected her.
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Angela remembers one occasion when Catholicism and the morality imposed by her

dancers had to wear a bedazzled G-string and had to use a thong as an undergarment. One time,
when Angela got her period, she came out of the dressing room with underwear that was
showing out of the G-string. The other dancers explained to her that she needed to wear a tampon
in order to wear the thong and keep the clear lines that the costume called for. Angela was

use a tampon. The ladies had to explain to her that a tampon had nothing to do with her losing
her virginity and that is was safe to use. Angela was so young and innocent but through the help
of the other dancers, she was able to perform without compromising her Catholic beliefs.
In 1970 after two years of performing in Latin Fire, Angela met her husband and got
married. She soon got pregnant with twins and became a housewife. Even though she stopped
performing, her involvement with the show did not end. Torrente employed her as a personal
assistant of sorts, as explained by Ang
hired
her as a caterer to prepare meals for rehearsals and informal weekend gatherings.
To this day, Angela remembers Torrente with love and affection. He was the person who
introduced her to the life of show business, gave her a sense of meaning and belonging, and paid
for her training her in dance. Thanks to him and Latin Fire, she moved to Las Vegas where she
met her husband and started a family. Latin Fire served as the introduction of Angela into the
United States and was where she bonded and created a community with other Latinos, most of
them Cuban.
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Alicia Darias: Scholar by Day, Showgirl by Night
Alicia Darias was part of the Las Vegas Latin Fire production from 1971 through 1973.
(Figure 9) The classification she had was that of a topless showgirl, which meant she did not
dance. Her role was to portray the dazzling costumes and strut down the stairs while wearing big
involvement with the show ended because she got married and could no
longer manage the task of school, the show and a new husband. She went on to finish a degree in
Foreign Languages and later in life, attended law school and became a lawyer. She remembers
her time in Latin Fire fondly. The show afforded her the means to live in Las Vegas, perform as
a showgirl and meet other Cuban women. It solidified her desire to attend college because she
realized that being in show business was not a lifelong career for her. Latin Fire signified a time
for personal and professional growth. Even after quitting the show, she remained close friends
with Torrente and Manjón and with Angela and Aleida.
is a grueling one. Born in 1949, she left Cuba when she was
only twelve years old. From her accounts, if you were a child being sent away from Cuba there
were only two places you could end up at: one was at foster care and the other was at an
orphanage. She explains that foster care was a better scenario because the immigrant child would
enter a setting similar to a family nucleus, with parents and siblings, making the pain of being a
lonely child in exile more bearable. Unfortunately, she was sent to an orp
understand the situation at the time because she was too young. Her parents were trying to
protect her by sending her away to the United States and had no control over where she would
ultimately arrive: the orphanage or foster care.
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In her

eyes, sending Alicia away was the best option, even if they had no power

children in Cuba were being taken away from the schools and sent away to military camps in
Cuba, in order to prepare and indoctrinate them for the revolution. Instead of her parents
explaining this to her, they took the hard decision to send her away. Unfortunately, Alicia
understood it as her family sending her away and getting rid of her in a sense. She was afraid and

she would spend a limited amount of time in the orphanage, and instead it took her family a few
years to be able to immigrate to the US. Alicia was devastated and felt betrayed by her family. In
her mind, she would have preferred to stay in Cuba near her mother and father, even if it meant
she had to be in hiding. She was ripped apart at a very young age from her family and the feeling
of devastation was something she struggled to cope with for years to come.

happiness, but contempt and immense pain. She could not fathom how her parents would send
her away without her consent. Because of this, she became a sort of a rebel from her parents and
would enjoy breaking the rules. Alicia and her family ended up settling in Miami.
During her teenage years while living in Miami, Alicia felt like she
find a place where she fit in. Alicia was an attractive young woman, with an appealing figure,
and who knew how to stand out in a crowd due to her elegant poise. At the age of twenty, she
had found employment as a Go-Go dancer in a bar. Even though she was earning good money,
the job did not fulfill her, and she

In her free time, she began

taking dance lessons to contribute to the small amount of Ballet training she had obtained as a
young girl in Cuba. Unknowingly, this job was setting the precedent for obtaining a role in the
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spectacle of Latin Fire. Alicia had heard that Torrente was auditioning for Cuban women to
perform in a Cuban themed spectacle, a prospect that was instantly appealing to her. Alicia
resolved to attend said audition and landed the part. She was hired for her first contract in Las
Vegas beginning May of 1971. In a sense, she claims, that she started being a Go-Go dancer and
later taking the job in Latin Fire, to rebel from her parents. She knew her parents would not
approve of her participation, and she felt like it was payback for what they had done to her as a
young girl.
Alicia lied to her mom and told her that she was moving to Las Vegas to work in a travel
agency, not as a showgirl. When her mom went to visit her and saw her in the show, she was
quiet and appalled, but refrained from saying anything because she could tell that it was a very
elegant atmosphere. Her mom noticed that the women were taken care of, that they were
considered as a sort of celebrity and they were treated with respect. However, it was still very
hard on her to see her daughter dancing topless, because she was raised in a culture where a
topless woman was synonymous with a cheap woman; a lady without any class and a lady that
would sell her body and not be praised because of her brains.

here

was nothing resembling prostitution but did not completely accept her participation in the show.

she never had in her own family. Latin Fire then became the nucleus Alicia was so desperately
looking for and it solidified the sense of belonging to other Cuban people.
Alicia had come from an upper middle socio-economic class in Cuba in which it was
frowned upon to be in a topless show. Her father was a lawyer and being in show business was
looked as something of the lower classes: of people without any education. In Latin Fire,
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into English as chorus girl. In Cuba, this was a derogatory term
because it referred to women in the background of shows which were objectified for the beauty.
The women did not have any real role other than to look pretty. For her father, participating
topless in Latin Fire was demeaning since he thought it equaled
she had brought dishonor to the family.
Nevertheless, Alicia had found a safe place in Latin Fire and was not ashamed of her job.
Torrente and Manjón had created a show that displayed her body in an elegant manner and this
brought her empowerment and prestige. Alicia continued performing even though it did not
please her parents.
However, the life of show business came with its demands. The life of a showgirl was
exciting, but Alicia knew it had an expiration date. The life in the lights was starting to become
detrimental. Even though she enjoyed partying and drinking until late hours of the night, she
began to foresee that this life of vice could potentially lead to negative consequences. Alicia
started to feel that if she got tied up in that atmosphere of partying she would get carried away.
Even though she enjoyed performing, and she had found a sense of community among the people
in the show, she started to feel nightlife entertainment was only a phase in her life.
Before moving to Las Vegas, Alicia had studied two years of college in Miami. One day
while waiting to pick up her car for an oil change, she met a young man in the lobby who sat
next to her studying from a science textbook. She asked him if he was going to high school, and

a university in Las Vegas. Alicia was interested in studying foreign languages and went the next
day to ask about admission. She was excited to see that the university offered classes in German,
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French and Spanish. Alicia signed up for a full-time class load and made it a goal to finish her

This was not an easy feat because Alicia was still partying until late and waking up early
to go to school. A normal week entailed twelve shows, six days on with only day to rest. The
showtimes were 8:30pm and midnight. However, being in the show was not just an excuse to
party, have a good time or socialize. Socializing was important to her growth as a person because
it developed a sense of community and belonging. The show was not just a job, albeit a fun job;
it was a matter of prestige to be a part of Latin Fire. Alicia found herself juggling the
responsibilities of being both, a full-time performer and a full-time student.
Alicia expressed how she would stay up late at night and then the next morning she

hat the showgirl life was present in her everyday life.
Even though it was fun for her, it also was her transition into a scholar. She was starting to shake
off the show business life. But at the same time, that life afforded her the money to attend
college.
Latin Fire laid the opportunity for its performers to socialize in three major areas. First
and foremost, among the other Cuban and Latin performers found in the show. Second, it
allowed them to interact and meet other members of the audience by staying and socializing after
the show ended. At the end of the show, the Thunderbird hotel comped two drinks at the bar for
the women. It was part of the glamour to stay and network with people. And third, it afforded the
women to meet other entertainers in Las Vegas.
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The Fiesta of the Santa Barbara, mentioned in the chapter before, was a party thrown
every 4th of December by Manjón and Torrente. It was a spectacular party where celebrities like
Siegfried and Roy would attend and be impressed since they were German and were not familiar
with the big Cuban celebrations. Alicia was asked to dance by Siegfried in one of those parties.
Socializing with other performers on the strip developed a sense of community in Alicia in Las
Vegas.
At the end of her contract in 1973, Alicia got married and did no longer have the time to
be in the show. Instead, she decided to focus her time on graduating from school. Alicia
eventually went on to study law and ran as a judge. In her campaign she mentioned that she was
a showgirl, declaring it with a sense of pride and happiness. Being a showgirl was a great part of
her life; it had forged her into the person she had become. She now resides in Spain with her
husband and remembers fondly the days spent in Las Vegas with the Latin Fire family.
Alicia felt like there was always a sense of family and found comradery in the show from
the Puerto Rican ladies, some Mexican, some Cuban. Right away she found acceptance with the
ladies. In one occasion, after having left the show, Alicia had traveled to Mexico on vacation,
and suffered a fracture to her back and neck. Back in Las Vegas, she was waiting to have surgery
and Aleida Mustelier would go every day and bring her food to the hospital. This was the
beginning of a tight friendship that was forged from meeting and performing together in Latin
Fire.
Alicia believed that Torrente was a great director. However, he did implement the old
adage of:

even if they were

sick, with a fever, and it was hard to get a day off. Torrente showed some of the tough love
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characteristic of a family member that wants to see you succeed, even if they have to be tough on
you. Alicia also recalls walking into the first
to
up. After some time, she realized that that was simply the nomenclature used for the women and
the term became less offensive to her as time went by.
standing his ground as leader, of reminding them he was in charge.
Manjón was more of the affectionate type of leader, he was always very nice and loving
to the women. Alicia explain
age and Manjón would protect them. She explains that Latin Fire had an underlining
environment of respect and affection, making it feel more like a family than a job.
Aleida Mustelier: An Experienced Cuban Dancer
Born in 1938, Aleida was a professional Ballet dancer from the young age of fifteen in
Cuba. Aleida had an extensive dancing career while in Cuba (Figure 10), performing in the
Cuban TV as well as in lounges in casinos. Her maiden name, Aleida Santiago, is how her name
was used in the documentation referring to the show. At the age of twenty-nine, Aleida joined
Latin Fire in 1968 for its first performances at the Sahara Hotel. She stayed with the show for ten
years, touring the world and also at the run at the Thunderbird Hotel. After that engagement
ended, Aleida claims the show moved to the Hacienda Hotel and she quit after being married in
1979.
Aleida participation in Latin Fire was that of a dancer, but she was also dance captain,
who taught the choreography to the new dancers. Torrente offered her the soloist part, but she
t other
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places but when she was told she had to be topless she decided against it. She had an extensive

matter of Catholic morale that impeded her from dancing topless, but it was a matter of personal
morale.
Latin Fire because it felt like a family.
When they would go on tour, the women would take dance classes together and then go out at
night to socialize. All the ladies were very polite, cordial and good-

show, she never once spent Christmas at home with her birth family; she always spent it with
members of the show.
Aleida explains that in the work contracts one important aspect that was required was
presentation. This entailed that the women had to look presentable, well dressed and in an
elegant manner. Specifically, the attire could not include pants, tennis shoes, flip flops nor low
heeled shoes. Torrente wanted to maintain an elevated status for his show and for the women in
it. She explains that carrying this level of elegance at all times is what made the show be able to
last so long and tour to so many important places in the world.
When the show was in hiatus from the Las Vegas residency and they would have to go on
tour, the women sometimes found themselves traveling together on long but fun road trips. One
time they all met Manjón in Miami and traveled by car all the way to Canada. Aleida recalls
these trips would happen in December when it was cold and the heater in the car would not
always work. These trips would take a few days, however it provided them with an opportunity
to bond and make stories. It further strengthened the sense of family afforded by Latin Fire.
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Aleida remains very proud to have lived the life of a dancer in Latin Fire. However, the
feeling of having left Cuba is something that has never left her heart. Aleida
because she had enjoyed a full performing life career in Cuba before being forced to leave. Her
memories of the beautiful, elegant and majestic Cuba are engraved in her memories. Even
though she was proud to have had a job performing and traveling the world with Latin Fire, she
wishes she could have spent all her life in Cuba before the times of Castro.
To this day she remains really close to Alicia Darias because they used to live together in
Miami after the show ended. She is also an avid Facebook enthusiast by posting numerous
photographs of both her time before leaving Cuba and after when she joined Latin Fire and
traveled the world. This year she celebrated her 80th birthday surrounded by people who were in
the show. Aleida, along with her many friends, continue to tell their story through photographs at
the time followed by descriptions of where they were taken. In all of the memories, Torrente and
Manjón were always regarded as hard working, kind and lovable leaders who had a dream and
took on the world with their beloved Latin Fire.

It is important to state that these three women had in common that they left the show and

husband said that women could not earn more than men. Alicia says it was because she could no
longer travel which is why Torrente did not renew her contract. Even Aleida, who got married at
age thirty-six and had been a performer all her life, also quit the show once she got married.
Pregnancy is also a common theme identified among the women. Once they left the show
and got married, they soon became pregnant. It seems like performing was not a career to be
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doing as a married Cuban woman, nor as a mother. This issue was probably much more taboo
back then; which meant that once they got married they should not be dancers nor performers.
For Angela and Aleida, their husbands became the primary caregivers and the women
need to work. Alicia was the only one to have a different career after quitting Latin Fire.
In conclusion, this chapter proves that Latin Fire helped lessen the burden of immigration
because they met friends from the show, friends in the performing community of Las Vegas, and
other Cuban people in Las Vegas. For the women, the show gave them a sense of identity,
tracing their roots back to the Cuba of their youth. The show also gave them a sense of
belonging, because it acted as the family that they had left behind, with Torrente and Manjón in
the front guiding the lives of these women into the spectacular life of Las Vegas.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, with the support of the documentation found in the Thunderbird Hotel
Records at the Special Collections at UNLV and oral interviews conducted with performers
Aleida Mustelier, Alicia Darias and Angela Mesa, Latin Fire allowed for the creation of a Cuban
community in Las Vegas. Torrente and Manjón were skilled artists, who with their production
and vision of Latin Fire, and in spite of obstacles and barriers, they brought a showgirl revue
show from Havana to Las Vegas.
Torrente and Manjón created a show that celebrated their art, and they triumphed even
after they were exile. Latin Fire was a celebration of life, of the lives of the people who escaped
Cuba to pursue their art, who found in Vegas a home for that, and whose voices were permitted
to talk, and which is so lacking in the US of today.
Through the research and reflection provoked by this thesis, it is reassuring to know that
culture was not only displayed but also celebrated for what it was, and not to sell tickets or fill
the casinos.
show itself, and he procured every effort in his possibility for this to succeed. In reality, he was
one of the greatest showmen that the world has had.
It has long been understood that the concept of the showgirl was to show an extravagant
costume and an uncovered top. However, in the case of Latin Fire, the showgirl showed more
than just her body, she showed her past, her culture, her music, her rhythm, the colors inside her
soul, the strength to be a woman on stage exuding inner beauty and confidence.
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No one better to describe the ultimate goal of Latin Fire than the creator himself. In a
letter dated December 12, 1971, Torrente says:
Manjón and I are very happy that you have decided to bring us back and give us the
opportunity to continue working for the Thunderbird Hotel... We have many projects to
bring even a better show. Our dream is to have a show like Lido or Casino de Paris in the
Latin style. Because, with all my respect, we use [sic] to have big shows in Cuba many
years ago. We used to have the best nightclubs in the world, as Tropicana. Up to this day
nobody has been able to do anything like that, even if that was more than 12 years

Torrente and Manjón accomplished just that, a show that would burn bright and that
brought Cuban and Latin culture to Las Vegas, the most important entertainment capital of the
world.
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Appendix

Figure 1 Manolo Torrente. c 1971. UNLV Special Collections.
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Figure 2 Freddy Manjón c. 1972. UNLV Special Collections.
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Figure 3 Latin Fire Program 1972. UNLV Special Collections.
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Figure 4 Brazilian Carnival and Carcará. 1972. UNLV Special Collections.

Figure 5 Adelitas. 1972. UNLV Special Collections.
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Figure 6 The Matador from Spain. 1972. UNLV Special Collections.

Figure 7 Red Ticket for Santa Barbara Party. 1971. UNLV Special Collections.
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Figure 8 Angela Mesa c. 1970. Personal Collection.
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Figure 9 Alicia Darias c. 1970. UNLV Special Collections.
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Figure 10 Aleida Mustelier c. 1975 Personal Collection.
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